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[The following article by Bob Ostertag was distributed by Pacific News Service Oct. 24-30. The LADB
has authorization from PNS for reproduction.] The powerful car bombs which ripped through a
ritzy suburb in San Salvador in mid-October not only severely damaged nearby businesses, but
the relative tranquility in which this capital's elite has waited out the country's civil war may also
have been destroyed for good. The bombs were the latest actions in a trend of increasing urban
political violence as leftist guerrillas have made good on their vows to bring their eight-year-old
rural insurgency to the cities. It remains unclear which group, or groups, were responsible for
the bombs. What is certain is that the war has come to the city to stay. Army spokesman Col. Jose
Galileo Torres announced that counterinsurgency operations, largely confined to remote rural
areas in the past, are now beginning in the capital and will continue for the six months leading up
to the elections next March. Almost nightly for the last month, commandos of the leftist Faribundo
Marti National Liberation Front (FMLN) have been dynamiting electrical posts and telephone
lines in the capital. Guerrillas have also fired on urban police and army posts, bombed a brothel
frequented by soldiers and police, and even attacked the National Assembly with a bazooka. The
source of the car bombs, however, which exploded in crowded civilian areas, is less clear. So is
the source of bombs which blew up the offices of the far-right ARENA party in several suburban
areas. In addition to the FMLN, possible suspects mentioned in interviews with rightist politicians,
diplomats, academic analysts and sources in the rebel movement include a leftist splinter group,
the army, or even the ruling Christian Democrat party. A communique taking responsibility for the
car bombs was distributed to the local media in the name of the "Manuel Jose Arce Commandos."
The communique described the group as a new leftist cell which rejected the "lukewarm manner"
in which the FMLN had been waging its armed struggle, and added that the more radical tactics
of the ARCE Commandos were "not subject to negotiations." Army leaders charge that the car
bombs were the work of the FMLN. "When civilians are injured, they use different names," claimed
Col. Torres. "But when their actions cause only material damage, they say it is the FMLN." The
FMLN has yet to respond. Its urban guerrilla cells operation in isolation from each other to maintain
secrecy, and if often takes some time before rebel leaders can fully verify whether specific actions
have been the handiwork of their units. One source insisted that his units had strict orders to
avoid civilian casualties. "I also have my doubts about whether it was the FMLN," echoed a Latin
American diplomat, who suggested the bombs may have been the work of the far right or even the
army. He noted that the explosions have proven deeply embarrassing to leftist politicians allied
with the guerrillas who have returned to El Salvador after years of exile and are running in elections
scheduled next March. Army propaganda has seized on the car bombs to justify demands for a
stricter set of anti-terrorist measures. Equally murky is the question of who set the bombs targeting
ARENA's offices. Daniel Antonio Rivera, the ARENA mayor whose municipal office was attacked
for the second time in a month, insists that the bombers were not leftist guerrillas but his political
opponents in the ruling Christian Democratic party. His allegations were repeated by ARENA
vice presidential candidate Francisco Jose Merino. "There are two possibilities," Merino asserted.
"It could be the (FMLN) subversives, and it could be political fanatics, particularly the Christian
Democrats." Marino added that the mayor had received threatening phone calls from Christian
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Democrats. The confusion surrounding the bombings casts doubt on whether the insurgents can
control the political fallout from the urban violence they have worked so long to foment. "It is not
fair that bombs and explosions are heard only in the countryside and the villages of the poor,"
the FMLN's clandestine radio transmitter warned early this month. "The rich are in this war too."
Ruben Zamora, campaign manager for the civilian left's presidential race, expressed reservation
about the guerrillas' urban plans. "This worries me a lot," he said, adding that urban guerrilla
warfare "has its own dynamic. The way these things build, the political limits of this activity can too
easily be superseded by the development of military capacity." The Army isn't alone in taking the
urban violence very seriously. Several nights after the car bombs exploded a young businessman
who lives close by in a district of luxury shopping centers, lush gardens and walled-off mansions,
laughed nervously when asked about his leisure activities. "My friends and I got together and
decided we didn't want to go out dining and dancing at night anymore. For now, we thought we'd
entertain at home."

-- End --

©2011 The University of New Mexico,
Latin American & Iberian Institute.
All rights reserved.

Page 2 of 2

